This chapter examines the background to the 'classical turn' in contemporary German-language poetry, and explores how a number of major poets from Brecht onwards take up classical sources. The widespread use of classical motifs by writers like Heiner Müller, Günter Kunert and Volker Braun has been well documented as a way of commenting on the fall of the GDR and the decline of civilisations. Other, younger writers, like Raoul Schrott in his translation of the Ilias (2008) and his controversial Homers Heimat (2008, reissued 2010) or Durs Grünbein in numerous essays ('Antike und X', 'Bruder Juvenal') and in collections since Nach den Satiren (1999), use their work to explore far-reaching affinities between their own time and antiquity and between their own poetic project and their illustrious forebears. However, recent years have also seen the coincidence of works by a number of female poets (including Barbara Köhler, Brigitte Oleschinski and Ulrike Draesner) taking their inspiration from Homer's Odyssey and other classical sources. The chapter concludes by introducing some of these briefly before focusing on Köhler, taking its cue from the recent Homer und die deutsche Literatur (2010) to explore the contemporary interest in the refunctioning of the classics and what it means for the poetic and political understanding of the moment.
Brecht's intention to rub such sources up the wrong way and create stories useful for his own times feeds into his political and aesthetic agenda for art in the scientific age -and is in essence an acute form of his method of Verfremdung, which is a form of overt retelling, of historicisation. This might be thought of as part of the larger project of 'Arbeit am Mythos', to borrow Blumenberg's term, which has had such a profound impact on twentieth-century literature and art. In such work the artist leaves the core of the 'narrative' intact to ensure the identity of the myth but allows 'variation' of the story, though Brecht's intervention here could be said to be at the limits of what ensures the integrity of the core. 5 But for Brecht it is also born of two further motives: first, the desire to place himself within a tradition of great writers and explore affinities (and rivalries) with them. Famously, for example, he has Shakespeare, Ovid, Dante, Voltaire and others greet him as an equal in his exile poem 'Besuch bei den verbannten Dichtern' . Second, however, Brecht wants to enter, through the ancient text, into a dialogue with his own historical moment. It is the shadow of the Third Reich that falls across the exile poem and the Sirens fragment, as
